Data from US indicates 'that those who complete time in a therapeutic community are rearrested at a significantly lower rate than those who do not receive such support.'
Yet, 'few of these men had any knowledge of the grief process. They sometimes know how they felt, but they did not know what grief was or how it might affect them and their lives.' 3 ways prisoners may try to cope with loss behind bars.
The authors state that prisoners tend to cope with loss in one of three ways:  'Avoidance or denial, including self-medication with drugs, alcohol or meaningless repetitive activity;  Activities that compensate for loss by promoting feelings of greater personal control; and  Using their mental and spiritual faculties to examine the present condition, to acknowledge past actions, and to create an action plan for their future.'
Avoidance and denial
Many prisoners 'deny their emotions because by denying them they believe they can avoid painful episodes'. They may also exhibit many forms of 'defiance to maintain an illusion of personal control'.
Promotion of meaning making through addressing issues of loss and grief
'From the moment he told -and faced -his story, he began to make positive changes. ' In working with prisoners Stevenson found that acknowledging past actions and taking responsibility for them and their consequences can provide an increased sense of control, with a corresponding reduction in feelings of helplessness and worthlessness.
He developed a 4 week program with a bi-weekly didactic/group session on loss, grief, and coping. All participants had experienced multiple losses in early life, and had had no help in working through these losses, and no support system. The 'recognition, and the knowledge that there was something that could be done to deal emotionally/psychologically with past losses, was a turning point in helping the man to take responsibility for past decisions and to start making changes in his life.'
Groups were shocked to learn about grief, but linked it quickly to their stories, acknowledging, loneliness, helplessness, hopelessness, anger, and guilt. They made the link between these and their increased risk of suicide.
Note: the group questioned why more had not been done in the past, and the authors' preferred answer was that these issues are being addressed now, and it would be better to take advantage of this opportunity rather than directing energies to blaming past policies and procedures. That Seasons for Growth is an educational program, and not therapy, is significant, and, in my experience, this appears to provide a great sense of safety for participants. It does not carry the stigma that can be associated with the idea of needing counselling.
Experience in the Hunter Adult Component 2
In the Hunter interested parents, carers and family members have participated in the short two-three hour Adult Component. This Component has also been used as part of basic and/or continuing professional education by groups such as teachers, social workers, welfare workers, health workers, community workers and volunteers. It appears to provide a useful and safe framework for understanding and dealing with loss and grief. The feedback from all these groups has been consistently positive.
This Component also appears to provide a safe place for 'systems' issues to be examined (including the impact of these on staff). It appears to provide a safety valve -a safe place where staff and/or volunteers in organisations can consider such issues. I believe this has positive benefits for staff or volunteers as well as for their clients.
The theoretical attention to understanding behaviour as linked to loss promotes a better understanding by staff 1 of their client group, and, I believe, thereby significantly reduces the likelihood of abusive or punitive staff-client behaviour.
Many teachers report that using a 'lens of loss', articulated in the Seasons for Growth program, allows them to understand the particularly difficult behaviour of some students better.
That new understanding appears have a positive flow-on effect on the teacher's relationship with the student. One teacher states: 'As soon as I wondered whether this behaviour was linked to loss, something shifted between us (even before I uttered a word), and our interactions were different from that point'.
The theoretical explanation of the links between change, loss, grief and behaviour appear to be highly relevant to a prison setting. I believe this Component could be used with staff as well as prisoners. It could be used with family members.
Note: Teachers in the Hunter report that children with a parent in prison gain a great deal from participating in the Seasons for Growth programs for Young People.
Adult Component 3
As discussed previously, Stevenson developed an educational program for prisoners focused on understanding loss and grief. It seems to have had extremely positive results.
The four session Seasons for Growth Adult Component 3 appears to be somewhat similar to the program developed by Stevenson, and could provide one strategy [within a wider group of strategies] to support and assist prisoners.
Seasons for Growth fosters strengths. It encourages communication, decision-making and problem solving. Over the four sessions it builds relationships.
It does not 'fix' people. Rather, participants choose to take responsibility for their decisions, and work together to look at positive strategies to address feelings.
The four sessions are linked to the theoretical work of Worden. he actual work of the group is achieved through group sharing as well as through a variety of reflective, individual activities that focus on individual meaning making and personal story.
One of the important principles articulated in the program is that all feelings are okay. This can be a startling discovery for staff and other participants. However, participants move to considering that it is the way we habitually deal with feelings, rather than the feelings themselves, that may not be useful to ourselves or to others. Underpinning the Seasons for Growth sessions is the belief that an essential strategy in dealing effectively with feelings is the accurate identification and naming of these.
In the third session of one of my Adult groups, a participant announced that he had found his word. It was 'anger'. He was an articulate person, and although 'anger' was clearly part of his vocabulary, he had not previously linked this word to his own story or to his pain.
The following week, he told the small group, that he had a new word. This time the word was 'recluse'. He said that once he identified his own anger, he realized that it had been keeping him a recluse, and he was no longer going to allow it to do that.
Strengths vs Deficits approaches
Seasons for Growth is a strengths-focused program that fosters resilience.
There is a significant qualitative difference between a strengths-focused and a deficits approach. Some traditional individual and group work approaches view the worker as 'unflawed', professional and in control, and the participants regarded as somehow 'flawed'. There is a subtle, yet significant, qualitative difference between these approaches. This difference must be grasped by the Companion.
As well as describing the personal qualities of a good Companion, the Seasons for Growth training program expects Companions to be able to acknowledge their own vulnerability and losses. While not losing their professionalism, the Companion must be philosophically comfortable working with a program where all group members, including the Companion, are viewed as potentially resilient, but also potentially vulnerable.
In some of my training sessions, some youth workers expressed concerns about shedding their own 'masks' of invulnerability in front of tough clients. This is an issue that is particularly relevant to the prison setting. Careful consideration should be given to the qualities expected of a Companion in the program, and of the fit with organisational practices and attitudes of staff in a prison setting.
Safety of the participants and the Companion
In relation to the above, we need to remember that participants can also feel at risk if they 'tell' their story, or acknowledge their own vulnerability in front of others.
Attention to this would be extremely important in a prison setting, where there may be, as stated by Stevenson and McCutchen, a 'sub-culture of violence' or other abuse.
In the group:
Before a sense of safety and trust between group members is established, I have found it important to stress in the group contract:
'Only share what you feel safe sharing'.
All groups involve a group contract. These contracts always include reference to the importance of confidentiality. However, I also explain limits to confidentiality in relation to my role, and I let participants know that if I feel that they, or someone they are in contact with, are not safe, I have to take action. In a prison setting, it would be extremely important to decide and articulate what the limits of confidentiality are.
Companions need to have a wide understanding of grief and loss theories. They should have an understanding of group work theories, and be experienced in running small groups.
The participants do discover, and frequently share, deep and painful stories of loss. As Stevenson notes, these can be difficult for the hearer. Attention must be paid to appropriate debriefing and safety issues for the Companion and the participants. A co-companioning model is recommended by this author. In 2006 I undertook a review of current group work literature. This review identified the many benefits of a co-leading model. These include the sharing of roles, the modelling of positive interactions, a joint response to difficult issues, and access to instant debriefing. However, co-leaders must be compatible, be prepared to meet before and after the group, and be willing to discuss 'process' issues openly.
Systems support for the program must include provision of debriefing for Companions. A cocompanioning model can provide valuable and instant debriefing, but it is also important for Companions to access skilled debriefing beyond the group. The Site Coordinator's role in the school or community setting includes the provision of debriefing.
While Seasons for Growth is considered an educational program, the Adult Component 3, moves slightly along the scale towards a more therapeutic model. Particularly in relation to Adult Component 3, it is my belief that appropriate 'clinical' supervision should also be structured in for Companions. This is supported by Steven's comments about how hard it is for the Counsellor to 'hear' the prisoners' stories of loss.
Companions should also be able to identify where they 'are at' in their own grieving, and, based on this, know what issues can be shared and what should not be, as well as when not to Companion a group.
Careful attention should be paid to the selection of group members [in relation to size and safety for the Companions and the other participants].
In relation to safety, or other risk factors, I do not recommend, or allow in my own groups, the presence of an adult who is not also participating in the group activities, or who has not signed the 'group contract'. I believe that having such a presence would severely impact on group dynamics as well as on the participants' the sense of safety.
Beyond the group
Appropriate supports must be available to help those who need further individual support with loss and grief issues.
As well as providing appropriate clinical support, social and practical supports need to be considered and provided. This point is brought out particularly well by McCutchen, and he provides practical examples.
What Seasons for Growth is not.
The Seasons for Growth program should not be viewed as a critical incident response. Nor should it be seen a behaviour modification program [even though it appears to influence behaviour]. It is certainly not a fix-it program. Yet experience in the young people's program has revealed that Principals and other staff can think that it is all of these things, and make inappropriate referrals. Providing these staff with Information Sessions and inviting them to participate in Component 2 helps to clarify such misunderstandings.
Finally, yet most importantly, Seasons for Growth is not a stand alone intervention. Where it works best, it is offered as one of a range of initiatives, and it is backed up with ongoing systems support for the Companions and the participants.
In view of the risks (articulated by Stevenson above) that participants take in moving beyond avoidance and denial or the use of unhelpful strategies in dealing with change and loss, it is vital that Seasons for Growth is only implemented where there is a commitment to the provision of ongoing and appropriate individual and social support.
What Seasons for Growth is:
The principles of the Seasons for Growth program are underpinned by multiple strands of theoretical, practice and research literature, including narrative models, strengths perspective work, resilience literature, community work and group work.
There is a strong evidence-based support for the program. The Young People's Program has been externally reviewed by the Commonwealth Government, The South Australian Government and Melbourne University.
In the Hunter an ongoing qualitative review of the Adult Program has taken place since 2003. Feedback from Participants has been consistently positive.
In discussions with a variety of health and educational professionals, I have come to believe that while there is the program, Seasons for Growth, there is also the philosophy of Seasons for Growth. Practitioners 2 report that the philosophy underpinning Seasons for Growth has increased their understanding of the individuals with whom they work, and in turn has altered their interactions with these individuals outside any group setting.
We can also work well with groups using the Seasons for Growth program. A Principal in a Hunter school states that the young people who have attended Seasons for Growth concentrate better in class. A different Principal tells me that four eleven year old 'social isolates' now sit together. Teachers and parents report positive differences in behaviour.
I believe the Seasons for Growth group work can contribute to a wider change. A Principal in yet another school states that he believes Seasons for Growth has changed the 'culture' of his school. He cites the example of Year 6 boys forming a 'group hug' around the child of a parent who had hanged himself. He says, 'And Year 6 boys do not do that unless there has been a change in their culture.' These statements by Principals remind me that it is crucial for the program to be supported by organisational leaders and by organisational practices. Seasons for Growth should be implemented in a wider organisational culture that embraces a similar philosophy and supports the Participants and Companions with ongoing individual, social and practical support.
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